American women have long been engaged in the arduous battle of claiming equal rights, dignity, and strength of character. Contemporary American novelists who write of woman warriors take part in this battle by extending the boundaries of accepted behavior for women and, in fact, by lauding women who refuse to surrender to unfair socially mandated restrictions. American novelists employ the archetype of the women warrior in both the literal and metaphorical sense: their characters demonstrate the physical prowess and range of emotions (including anger) of women but additionally depict women's metaphorical battle with restrictive public mores to effect social reform. Thus, the primary goal of this chapter is to demonstrate how the physical "battles" engaged in by fictional female warriors are symbolic of the new ground gained by real women in the struggle for equality.
self-preservation, or to protect their loved ones. Instead, these protagonists characterize forceful and assertive womanhood; interrogate male-defined standards of sexuality, race, and class; and demonstrate the incommensurate discourses that undergird contemporary systems of justice. Women warriors thus engage in a type of moral rationalization that differentiates their thinking from that of men but is no less political in its intended outcomes because it refutes subjugation of personal value. This chapter reveals how female-authored depictions of women warriors expand social notions of femininity in American society, so that the capabilities of women can be understood as much broader than traditionally assumed.
Women, from a young age, are trained in the art of self-sacrifice. They are taught to be submissive and to subordinate their personal needs to those of their husbands, children, and the larger community. In this chapter I ask, what powers do written representations have to deform the narratives of self-sacrifice that have shaped female subjectivity? The argument I make in response to this question is twofold. First, I establish that nonviolence is a "characteristic" that has traditionally been assigned to women as a way to ensure that the dominance and control of men is sustained. More precisely, by relegating women to the role of nonviolent domestic angel, 1 men ensure that they retain public authority, while women are unwittingly forced to concede their power for the sake of "propriety."
The second important component to this chapter will include an exploration of the motivations 2 assigned to female protagonists as they answer a call to arms. What compels women characters to involve themselves in such a quintessential practice of masculine posturing? My argument is that she-warriors have different motives from men for engaging in battle, and that this is evidenced by the texts included herein. Language is inextricably bound up in this distinction. Following French feminists Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray, I argue that because the language system itself is patriarchal, men have the ability to harness the abstract, the symbolic, to their advantage, while relegating women to the dimension of the quantitative or concrete. They do this by defining women and relegating them to preconstructed roles.
Because there is no other choice but to use language to create meaning, the women authors featured in this chapter take the determinations commonly assigned to women and turn them from being essential attributes of womenhood to tools that disrupt the continuity
